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In this paper, the authors evaluate a global strategy to safeguard children against abuse in 
sport. The experiences of people within 32 of the organisations who were working towards 
the International Safeguards for Children in Sport were captured over a two-year study. At 
the organisational level, self-audits demonstrated that progress was made during the project 
by deliverers (who worked directly with children) from having 45% to 64% of the Safeguards 
fully in place. Governors (who governed other organisations which worked directly with 
children) improved on the same figure from 25% to 53%. Progress was also identified using 
the concept of Activation States through in-depth interviews at the start and end of the 
project. Positive changes were found at the personal level with respect to people’s feelings, 
knowledge and behaviours related to safeguarding as well as how safeguarding is discussed 
in the organisation. Group discussions also revealed changes with respect to how children, 
coaches, parents and the broader community were behaving with respect to safeguarding. An 
increase in the number of disclosures was also identified as an important impact of the 
project. The International Safeguards for Children in Sport are now endorsed by 125 
organisations who work with a total of over 35 million children. The implications of these 
findings are discussed along with the future directions of work in this area. 
 
 




Based on a meta-analysis, Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-Kranenberg, Link and van Ijzenboorn 
(2015) concluded that “Child maltreatment is a widespread, global phenomenon affecting the 
lives of millions of children all over the world, which is in sharp contrast with the United 
Nation's Convention on the Rights of the Child.” (p.37). The context of sport is not immune 
to this broader social problem. High profile cases in the media along with research over the 
past 25 years has highlighted a wide range of welfare concerns at the individual, relational 
and organisational levels (Brackenridge, 2001; Brackenridge, & Rhind, 2014; Mountjoy, 
Rhind, Tiivas, & Leglise, 2016; Rhind, McDermott, Lambert, & Koleva, 2014). Research has 
also highlighted that unhealthy practices can be normalized and tolerated within sport 
(Alexander, Stafford, & Lewis, 2011; Papaefstathiou, Rhind, & Brackenridge, 2012). In 
response, strategies have been developed and implemented to prevent and manage abuse in 
sport. We report an analysis of the impacts of the International Safeguards for Children in 
Sport (referred to as the Safeguards from now on) based on the experiences of people across 
32 organisations. 
1.1 The International Safeguards for Children in Sport 
 
The state of the art review of violence prevention programmes commissioned by UNICEF 
focused on industrialized countries (Brackenridge, Kay, & Rhind, 2012) identified that the 
existing body of work at that time had primarily been conducted in single countries typically 
based in the global north. The review thus called for a global approach and highlighted the 
need for a set of international standards for safeguarding in sport. To address this identified 
need, a working group with representatives from a range of influential organisations was 
established in 2012 to consider how sports provision could be kept safe. This working group 
developed a draft set of child safeguarding Standards (please note that, based on feedback 
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during the research process, the final name was changed from Standards to Safeguards). The 
safeguards set out the actions that all organisations working in sport should have in place to 
ensure children are safe from harm (Mountjoy et al., 2016). They reflect international 
declarations, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, relevant legislation, 
government guidance, existing child protection/safeguarding standards and good practice. 
The development of these International Safeguards was informed by a comprehensive review 
of the extant literature (Brackenridge et al., 2012). This included empirical evidence, relevant 
policies and existing local or national programmes (Brackenridge et al., 2012). These 
International Safeguards help to overcome the range of challenges that have been highlighted 
in the literature related to safeguarding in sport. Firstly, there is a need for a global 
framework which can guide and facilitate the development of policies, procedures and 
practices at the national and local level (Chroni et al., 2012). Secondly, they also encourage 
organisations in sport to adopt proactive measures to prevent abuse, such as background 
checks and education. Thirdly, they help organisations to implement responsive measures 
when a safeguarding concern is disclosed. Finally, they encourage organisations to embed 
evidence-based practice through effectively collecting and learning from data (Raakman, 
Dorsch, & Rhind, 2010). 
The International Safeguards for Children in Sport are: 
 
1. Developing Your Policy 
 
2. Procedures for Responding to Safeguarding Concerns 
 
3. Advice and Support 
 
4. Minimizing Risks to Children 
 
5. Guidelines for Behaviour 
 
6. Recruiting, Training and Communicating 
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7. Working with Partners 
 
8. Monitoring and Evaluating 
 
In a recent audit, 125 organisations have now endorsed the Safeguards, and these 
organisations as a whole work with a total of over 35 million children. 
1.2 Theoretical Foundations 
 
This project was grounded in the theoretical foundations of Bandura’s (2001) work on the 
social cognitive approach and the Reciprocal Determinism Theory. This has been developed 
and applied to the promotion of safer behaviour within organisations by Cooper (2000) 
through the Reciprocal Safety Culture model. It suggests that safety culture is developed and 
maintained through interactions between organisational, personal and behavioural factors. 
Organisational factors concern the environment in which the safety behaviours are enacted. 
This is shaped, for example, by relevant policy, procedures and resources. Personal factors 
are related to individuals’ values and beliefs which influence safeguarding behaviours. This 
relates to how people talk about safeguarding, their knowledge of the topic and their feelings 
towards safeguarding. Behavioural factors concern the observable safeguarding-related 
actions enacted by people within the organisation. 
Researchers have found that a positive and strong safety culture can enhance safety 
performance (Edwards, Davey, & Armstrong, 2013). This has been illustrated in diverse 
industries such as construction, aviation and healthcare (Edwards et al., 2013). However, 
whilst the concept of safety culture has received significant attention in a range of high-risk 
industries, it has not yet been systematically applied to the safeguarding of children. This is 
an innovative contribution of this present study with Cooper’s 2000) Reciprocal Safety 
Culture model under-pinning the development, implementation and the evaluation of the 
Safeguards. Cooper (2000) argued that the dynamic nature of this approach allows for the 
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consideration of human and organisational contexts, while also allowing the triangulation of 
methodologies and multi-level analyses of safety culture. The ways in which this theoretical 
approach informed the methods used in the evaluation is explained in the next section. 
1.3 The need for evaluation 
 
Without data, it is not possible to have an accurate impression as to whether any progress is 
actually being made. The continued development of the Safeguards should thus be based on 
robust evidence which enhances understanding of how their effective and efficacious 
implementation can be maximised. Speaking more generally about safeguarding systems, 
Wessells (2009, p. 12) explained: 
A stronger evidence base is needed for the purposes of building inter-agency 
standards of practice and harmonising supports at national and international 
levels...the sector needs a stronger evidence base that enables inter-agency consensus 
on effective practice, and that serves as a foundation for good practice guidelines that 
harmonise diverse child protection efforts. 
There is a sizeable and rapidly growing literature about programme evaluation. Current 
thinking encourages researchers to address both the process and outcomes of a change 
programme and not to focus solely on outcomes (Coalter, 2007). As a result, the broader 
evaluation was conducted longitudinally, and ensured that data were collected at the start and 
end of the project as well as periodically throughout the process of implementing the 
International Safeguards. This is in line with the recommendations of researchers who have 
called for such an approach in evaluative social research to overcome the potential limitations 
of collecting data at one moment in time (Brackenridge et al., 2005). People’s attitudes 
towards safeguarding are likely to fluctuate over time and hence a longitudinal approach can 
help to capture the direction and intensity of any such changes. It also assumes that any 
change will not necessarily be linear or causal in nature. Conducting research over a longer 
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period of time also allowed the researchers to build rapport with the participants through 
ensuring that it was genuinely a collaborative project at each stage of the process. The 
process evaluation has previously been published (Rhind, Kay, Hills, & Owusu-Sekyere, 
2017). We report the outcome elements of the evaluation. 
1.4 Aims 
 
The aim of the broader research project was to answer the overarching research question: are 
the Safeguards appropriate for global adoption to keep children safe while participating in 
sport?” We focus on the perceived impacts of working towards the Safeguards and therefore 
address a significant gap in the literature in terms of evaluating the first project to develop 
and implement a global approach to safeguarding children in sport. Such work is important 
due to the millions of children who participate in sport around the world. The specific 
research questions were: 
Research Question 1: What was the perceived progress towards the Safeguards? 
(organisational factors) 
Research Question 2: What was the perceived impact of the Safeguards on people’s 
voices, knowledge and feelings? (personal factors) 
Research Question 3: What was the perceived impact of the Safeguards on observable 
actions? (behavioural factors) 
Research Question 4: Was there evidence of reciprocity between the organisational, 





Ethics approval was granted by the University’s ethics Committee prior to participant 
recruitment. Each of the pioneer organisations (n = 49) who had volunteered to pilot the 
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Safeguards was contacted to provide an overview of the aims and nature of the research. An 
informed consent form was then sent to any organisations (n = 32) which showed an interest 
in taking part in the research. This represented a response rate of 64%. All interested 
organisations (n = 32) signed and return this form. All participants were informed of their 
right to withdraw at any time and that their data would remain anonymous and confidential. 
Initial discussions with the participants at the first group meeting within a conference 
highlighted that the different types of organisation may have different experiences due to the 
nature and focus of their work. Two broad categories were identified in consultation with the 
participants. The first of these were categorized as Deliverers (n = 16) and this included 
organisations which work directly with children (e.g., sport clubs, sport for development 
programmes and academies. These organisations were based in Africa (n = 7), Asia (n = 4), 
Europe (n = 3), North and South America (n = 2). The second group were categorised as 
Governors. These organisations work with partner or member organisations who in turn work 
directly with children (e.g., Governing bodies, Government agencies or funding 
organisations). Governors worked internationally (n = 11), Europe (n = 3) or in North and 
South America (n = 2). In order to maintain anonymity, the details given regarding the 
participants and their organisations are limited. 
An important indicator of change is the experience of key change agents. The research team 
therefore identified the key change agent within each organisation who had overall 
responsibility for safeguarding children and the implementation of the Safeguards. These 
participants represented a range of different roles including Chief Executives, Directors, 
Managers, Safeguarding Officers and Coaches. It was important to understand their 
experiences as these participants were in a position to facilitate and symbolise the 
implementation of the International Safeguards. It was also important to build rapport 
between the researchers and the participants and to maintain an effective working partnership 
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throughout the project. This was initiated through a face-to-face workshop with the 
participants at the start of the project and at the ends of years 1, 2 and 3. These face-to-face 
interactions were supported by regular communications via e-mails, video calls and online 
discussions. 
2.2 Data collection 
 
Three methods were used to collect data related to the dimensions of Cooper’s (2000) 
underlying Safety Culture model (i.e., organisational, personal and behavioural factors). 
First, we employed the Self Audit Tool, which facilitates self-reflection through respondents 
considering the extent to which their organisation has made progress towards each aspect of 
the Safeguards. Within each Safeguard, the relevant criteria are displayed. Respondents are 
asked to decide if their organisation has each criterion in place (A), partially in place (B), or 
not in place (C). Each participant completed the Self Audit Tool for their organisation at the 
start of the project and again at the end. This provided basic descriptive data which indicated 
the extent to which progress had been made towards each Safeguard. 
In addition, we formally interviewed each participant on two occasions. The first interview 
took place between 6-12 months of the project with the second interview being conducted 
between 30-36 months. An interview schedule was developed based on the concept of 
Activation States proposed by Brackenridge et al. (2005). This approach is explained in more 
detail within section 2.3.2 below. The interview explored how the participant was 
experiencing the culture of their organisation with reference to the different dimensions of the 
Activation States framework (i.e., voices, knowledge and feelings). For example, participants 
were asked: “how do people talk about safeguarding within your organisation (voices),” 
“what do people know about safeguarding in your organisation (knowledge),” and “how do 
people feel about safeguarding in your organisation (feelings)?” The interviews were flexible 
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“as appropriate to the emergent relationship that is formed between the interviewer and the 
interviewee” (Patton, 2015, p.433). For this reason, we used a semi-structured approach. As a 
result, the interviews had the orderliness of the structured interview type, in the form of a 
prescribed set of questions. However, we were not limited to asking those questions in a strict 
order and modified the content and order of questions based on perceptions of what seemed 
most appropriate during the dialogue. Furthermore, we asked follow-up questions and 
deviated from the interview guide, making it a truer social meaning making act (Sparkes & 
Smith, 2014). Interviews were conducted via video call or telephone due to the global 
geographic spread of the participants. They ranged in length from 45-105 minutes. 
Finally, we had group discussions. These discussions took three different forms. Firstly, 
organisations were allocated into one of nine Virtual Learning Sets (VLS). Organisations 
were grouped based on their mission (e.g., competitive sport, participation), size (e.g., 
international governors, local deliverers) and geographical location to ensure that Skype calls 
could take place at convenient times for all participants. Each VLS was co-ordinated by a 
member of the International Safeguards Working Group. The VLS co-ordinator had 
experience relevant to safeguarding children in the context in which their group’s 
organisations were operating (e.g., elite sport, sport for development etc.). These learning 
Sets were conducted approximately every three months via video call to discuss experiences 
and share good practice. The coordinators of these sets completed a template form after each 
discussion to share the key messages. Secondly, a password-protected on-line forum was also 
created and maintained throughout the data collection period. This provided all participants 
an opportunity to share their thoughts or pose questions to the other pilot organisations at any 
time. Finally, workshops were arranged at the start of the project and at the end of years 1, 2 
and 3. Each meeting began with a presentation from the research team. This was followed by 
small group discussions with the key points then being fed back to the group as a whole. The 
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research team made notes on these discussions which then fed into the on-going analysis of 
the project. 
Group discussions in these different formats were utilised to explore any behavioural changes 
observed by the participants with respect to the key stakeholders in their organisations (e.g., 
staff, parents, coaches and children). This group approach was selected to enable more 
naturalistic discussions (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). They were also designed such that the 
participants could learn from each other and hence experience the research project as an 
enriching experience as opposed to the typical approach which extracts data from individuals 
with the process having limited benefits for them. 
Group discussions also have the benefit of promoting synergies between the participants 
which can stimulate experiences which may not be identified through other methods (Lindlof 
& Taylor, 2002). Finally, group discussions are appropriate when discussing sensitive topics 
as participants can feel supported by the presence of others sharing similar experiences 
(Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, & Alberts, 2006). 
2.3 Data Analysis 
 
We analysed the data with respect to the three dimensions of Cooper’s (2000) Safety Culture 
model and potential interrelationships among the dimensions. First, we assessed 
organizational changes using the Self-Audit Tool data. The overall percentage of the criteria 
for a given Safeguard which were viewed as being ‘in place’ were calculated for the 
Deliverers and Governors. For example, there are eight criteria for Safeguard 1 (Developing 
Your Policy). There were 16 Deliverer organisations which created a total of 128 (8 x 16) 
criteria. If 32 of the criteria were in place across the 16 organisations then this was calculated 
as an overall percentage being in place of 25% (i.e., 32/128). These percentages were then 
compared to identify the extent to which any progress had been reported. These data provided 
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an indication of the organisational factors in terms of whether any changes had been observed 
in the broader context of safeguarding in the organisation (Cooper, 2000). 
We also assessed personal changes. In order to assess personal changes, a deductive approach 
to data analysis was adopted through using the concept of Activation States as a guiding 
framework (Brackenridge et al., 2005). This approach provides an indication as to how 
‘active’ people are with respect to safeguarding. Each transcript was reviewed with respect to 
three of the dimensions in Brackenridge et al.’s (2005) framework: Voices (i.e., what people 
say about the Safeguards), Knowledge (i.e., what people know about the Safeguards) and 
Feelings (i.e., how people feel about the Safeguards). 
For each of these dimensions, each organisation was categorised into one of the following 
five Activation States: Opposed (e.g., critical of the need for the Safeguards); Inactive (e.g., 
demonstrating no awareness related to the Safeguards); Reactive (e.g., demonstrating 
reluctant compliance with the Safeguards); Active (e.g., demonstrating appropriate awareness 
related to the Safeguards) or Proactive (e.g., demonstrating full commitment and advocating 
for the Safeguards). As an example, a participant could report that the general culture within 
their organisation is characterised by people talking negatively about safeguarding (voices- 
opposed), show a lack of awareness (knowledge-inactive) and have negative emotions 
towards safeguarding (feelings-opposed). 
During a team meeting, we developed and revised the procedures to be used to analyse the 
data. Following the approach outlined by Brackenridge et al., (2005), we read a sample of 
transcripts and then independently identified the salient Activation States through completing 
a grid showing opposed-proactive on the horizontal axis and the dimensions on the vertical 
axis. We assigned the same categorisations on 94% of occasions, which represents an 
acceptable indication of inter-rater reliability (Brackenridge et al., 2005). 
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The transcripts from the in-depth interviews at the start and end of the research project with 
the 32 key change agents were analysed with respect to perceptions of the predominant 
organisational culture. The identification of Activation States affords a clear visual 
representation of the state (‘profile’) of each organisational culture. The modal Activation 
State for the group of Deliverers and Governors was identified at the start and end of the 
project. This helped to give an indication as to where any changes had been experienced. An 
organisation whose profile matched the broader profile of the deliverers and governors was 
then identified. This ensured that participant quotes from these organisations could be 
highlighted to illustrate the changes which have been observed. This qualitative data thus 
helped to exemplify the broader changes in the Activation States profiles of the deliverers and 
governors. The concept of Activation States was used because it has been found to be an 
effective way of subtly exploring the psychosocial dimensions of an organisation’s culture of 
safeguarding (Hartill, Lang, & Ashley, 2014). 
Third, we assessed the behavioural changes using the interview data. A deductive approach 
was employed through applying the concept of Activation States, using similar procedures to 
those explained in the previous section (Brackenridge et al., 2005). However, this analysis 
focused on the Activation State with respect to the observable actions that people were taking 
in relation to safeguarding. As previously noted, the five categories were used: Opposed (e.g., 
actions which hinder the implementation of the Safeguards), Inactive (e.g., taking no actions 
related to the Safeguards), Reactive (e.g., taking actions but only in response to persuasion), 
Active (e.g., taking appropriate actions in line with the Safeguards), or Proactive (e.g., taking 
actions related to the Safeguards which go above and beyond those required by the given 
role). The profile of Activation States was determined at the start and end of the project for 
each individual organisation. The modal profile was also identified for the deliverers and 
governors along with illustrative quotes. 
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We also examined reciprocity. In relation to the various group discussions, all of the 
qualitative data was transcribed verbatim and analysed using the stages of thematic analysis 
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This analysis explored how the different dimensions in 
Cooper’s (2000) Safety Culture model interacted to create cultural change. An inductive 
approach was adopted for this aspect of the data analysis. Although Cooper’s (2000) model 
underpinned the focus on organisational, personal and behavioural factors, this specific 
analysis explored the ways in which these factors interacted to facilitate changes in safety 
culture. As there was a lack of existing literature on this topic to enable a guiding framework 
to be developed with confidence, an inductive approach was employed. This enabled themes 
to emerge from the data without any constraints and this was viewed as the most appropriate 
approach due to the exploratory nature of this aspect of the research. 
The first stage of this analytical process was familiarisation. In order to do this, we read 
through the transcriptions several times. At this stage, notes were taken, to be considered in 
more detail at a later stage. The second stage involved generating initial codes. We manually 
worked through printouts of each interview to determine both semantic and latent features of 
the data which potentially evidenced a reciprocal relationship between the organisational, 
personal and behavioural factors. The third stage began once all data had been coded and 
codes had been collated. We sorted through each of the codes attempting to place them into 
groups with codes which represented a particular aspect of reciprocity. This involved the 
researchers going to and from unsorted groups of codes, attempting to find the best 
groupings. We followed Braun and Clarke’s suggestion that themes that do not fit anywhere 
may be temporarily categorised as miscellaneous (2006). Stage four involved the review and 
refinement of the identified themes. In stage 5, the researchers defined each theme. Braun and 
Clarke describe this as “identifying the essence of what each theme is about” (2006, p. 92). 
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This required the researchers to interpret the codes, rather than merely paraphrase the data, 
and they relied upon the notes developed in stage two as codes were initially developed. 
2.4 Trustworthiness 
 
We were part of the International Safeguards Working Group and hence were embedded in 
the project from the start and throughout. However, clear memorandums of understanding 
were signed by the researchers and all participants to clarify that we were independent of the 
broader Safeguards project. We had bracketing interviews at the start and periodically 
through the project to share expectations and assumptions such that these could be challenged 
and appropriate mitigation strategies could be implemented. A range of strategies was also 
employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the data analysis process. Participants were given 
opportunities to comment on the accuracy of the transcription as well as the interpretation of 
the data with regards to the emergent themes. Regular meetings were also held with the 
people leading each of the learning sets to ensure that their input was encouraged throughout 
the process of analysis. 
3.0 Findings and discussion 
 
The findings are presented with respect to each of the research questions. 
 
3.1 What was the perceived progress towards the Safeguards (organisational factors) 
 
Table 1 presents the percentages of the criteria in place for each of the Safeguards for the 
deliverer organisations. The data displays the status at the start and end of the project. The 
percentages reflect how many of the criteria were not in place, partially in place or fully in 
place. Safeguards 1 (Policy) and 5 (Guidelines) had the most criteria in place by the end of 
the project. It may be that developing a policy and guidelines are logical first steps and could 
be areas in which progress is more readily made relative to the other Safeguards. The rest of 
the Safeguards can then be grounded in this policy, which outlines the organisation’s values 
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and commitment towards safeguarding children. Links between the policy and a set of 
guidelines that clearly articulate the expected behaviours can also be emphasised. 
Meaningful progress was also made by the deliverers with respect to monitoring and 
evaluation. There was a growing recognition of the value of having evidence to both inform - 
and evaluate practice. Evidenced based communications were important when discussing the 
need for safeguarding with key stakeholders (e.g., parents, coaches, funders etc.). Monitoring 
and evaluation have been found to be important factors in developing a safety culture and 
facilitating behaviour change in other industries (Frazier, Ludwig, Whitaker, & Roberts, 
2013). 
The areas with the fewest criteria in place for the deliverers were Safeguards 2 (Procedures) 
and 3 (Support). Fully implementing effective procedures and support is likely to take time 
and hence this may explain why further progress had not been made. It is also important to 
highlight that by the end of the project only 10% of the criteria for Safeguards 2 and 3 were 
viewed as having nothing in place. This suggests that some progress had been made, although 
there remained scope for these Safeguards to be further developed and embedded. It is also 
noteworthy that all of the deliverers had at least partially met the criteria in relation to 
working with partners. The collaborative nature of this project encouraged organisations to 
work more closely with relevant partners and these partnerships proved to be useful resources 
in facilitating progress towards other Safeguards. 
***Insert Table 1 near here*** 
 
Table 2 presents the percentages of the criteria in place for each of the Safeguards for the 
governor organisations. Safeguards 1 (Policy) 6 (Communicating) and 7 (Partnerships) had 
the most criteria in place by the end of the project. The progress made by the Governors with 
respect to having a policy is particularly notable. As these organisations did not directly work 
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with children, the relevance of having their own safeguarding policy was not always 
acknowledged. However, the fact that all of these organisations had a policy in place by the 
end demonstrates that this was seen as an important step forward. A safeguarding policy was 
a mechanism through which the governors could demonstrate a commitment to safeguard 
children. Embedding effective mechanisms to communicate with stakeholders about 
safeguarding was also a priority. The progress towards Safeguard 7 was also indicative of an 
important change in approach amongst these organisations from one of working in isolation 
to one of working in partnership. It was often through considering the items in Safeguard 7 
that participants were able to make progress with respect to criteria in other Safeguards. 
The areas with the fewest criteria in place for the governors were Safeguards 2 (Procedures), 
3 (Support) and 4 (Risk). As explained for the deliverers, fully implementing procedures and 
support services to safeguard children is likely to take time. Furthermore, the concept of 
identifying and mitigating risk through a proactive approach is significantly different from the 
typical approach that focuses on responding to concerns. Such a change may take time to 
become fully embedded. Moving towards a proactive approach through the use of risk 
assessments has been found to be an effective strategy for developing a safety culture in other 
industries (Frazier et al., 2013). It is noteworthy that there were significant reductions in the 
criteria across these three Safeguards with nothing in place and hence some progress was 
reported. 
***Insert Table 2 near here*** 
 
In terms of the first research question, overall the deliverers improved from 45 to 64% and 
the governors improved from 25 to 53%. This demonstrates that changes were reported with 
respect to the broader environment created by the organisation. 
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These organisational factors represent one of the 3 key dimensions in Cooper’s (2000) model 
of safety culture. This model would therefore suggest that these environmental changes 
should help to develop a safeguarding culture (Fernández-Muñiz, Montes-Peón, & Vázquez- 
Ordás, 2007). However, it is important to emphasise that organisational factors in isolation, 
such as having a policy, are unlikely to make a significant cultural change. As highlighted by 
a Lead Welfare Officer in a study conducted by Hartill and Lang (2014, p. 621): “there’s 
more to it than having a policy.” Jacobs, Smits and Knoppers (2016) also argued that sporting 
organisations tend to make the false assumption that the existence of a policy alone will keep 
children safe. This is despite the lack of evidence to substantiate this claim (Vertommen et 
al., 2016). 
There is a tendency for safeguarding crises to be linked to organisational factors, such as the 
absence of policy, and the development of codes of conduct and policies is a typical response 
when such crises occur in sport (Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014). The key point is that through 
effective implementation, these broader environmental changes can influence the personal 
and behavioural factors and hence contribute to a genuine and sustained change in safety 
culture. 
3.2 What was the perceived impact of the Safeguards on people’s voices, knowledge and 
feelings? (personal factors) 
For the deliverers, the ways in which people talked about safeguarding (voices) were found to 
change from opposed to active throughout the project. Some of the participants experienced 
resistance when safeguarding was viewed as being forced upon them by an external pressure. 
For example, one participant explained: 
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People are against this kind of work when it is talked about as coming from the 
attitude of ‘we come from the empire and we know what is best for you. This leads to 
people talking negatively about the need for safeguarding. 
By the end of the project, this same participant reported a significant change: 
 
Since starting the Safeguards project, we have gone from a position of people saying 
that they cannot believe you are making me do this to one where they say I would not 
put my child in a club that did not do this. 
The profile for people’s feelings also changed from opposed to active. There was some initial 
opposition based on a perception that safeguarding was not required in the given context. In 
one organisation, this was related to social norms, for example: 
Scolding children is not seen as abuse. Having a child run around a field 5 times is not 
a problem. We are coming from a culture in which these are seen as ok. These are the 
feelings which we have to engage with. 
The same participant observed a significant change: 
 
I can now say that we get much less resistance. When we get new people there may be 
some questions as they have just not come across safeguarding before. Everyone else 
is much more invested and they see how important it is. 
With respect to knowledge, the profile changed from inactive to active. This is illustrated by 
one participant, who identified a lack of knowledge in the organisation at the start of the 
project, “at the moment, we have a policy and procedures on paper but there is a lack of 
awareness of these amongst our staff and the children themselves so we will focus on 
improving this through the project.” By the end of the project, a change in relation to people’s 
knowledge related to safeguarding was observed and this was associated with changes in 
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behaviour: “…we would finish meetings and girls would be going home, some of them late in 
the dark. Now we know that at 3pm we have to finish so everyone has enough time to get 
home before its dark.” 
These pairs of quotations illustrate a broad change in terms of the personal factors for the 
Deliverer organisations. Overall, participants perceived that people now spoke and felt more 
positively about safeguarding. People were now viewed as having the knowledge to fulfil the 
safeguarding elements of their role. The changes identified in the activation states therefore 
suggest that changes had been observed in relation to the voices, feelings and knowledge of 
people within the deliverer organisations. 
Significant changes were also identified across all areas of the activation states for the 
Governor’s. The modal response for the voices dimension changed from opposed to reactive. 
At the start of the project, one participant explained that the opposition was linked to 
workload: “Even though we try to integrate it, people still see it as extra and as an additional 
segment. They say here we go again with safeguarding. I have 10,000 other things to do.” 
The same participant illustrated the broader change to a reactive profile for the Governor 
organisations. It remained reactive because people had started to engage in discussions about 
safeguarding but only in response to potential risks being highlighted: 
The argument that we should do it because it is the right thing to do for children does 
not work. What does work is when we point out that you are growing your game and 
that there is a potential reputational risk. This gets people to listen. 
The Governors profiles with respect to feelings also changed from opposed to active. This is 
illustrated by one participant as follows: 
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In the 3 years of the Safeguards project we have gone from people at the governing 
body level thinking that this is not our business to now where it is mandated as part of 
our strategic plans moving forward, this has been a great change. We have also been 
given time to work through the self-audit with our member organisations in 25-30 
countries. In many cases there is nothing yet in place but at least this is a start to the 
journey. And people agree it is important. 
A similar journey was experienced by a participant working with coaches: 
 
At the beginning people just saw it as hoops that they had to jump through. This was 
particularly from our coaches, who are mostly volunteers, and they saw it as them 
having to do this and do that to tick boxes. People have really started to embrace 
safeguarding. This has come about through us building trust with our coaches and 
members. 
The knowledge profile was perceived to change from inactive to active for the Governor 
organisations. For example, at the start of the project one participant explained: “Our people 
are experts on the topics and on sport for development, but they will not necessarily have the 
expertise to manage disclosures and maybe they would feel inadequate to help out with those 
kinds of things.” At the end of the project, the same participant reported: “Our people are 
now aware of our policies and procedures. They know that everyone has a role with respect 
to safeguarding and they would know what to do if any concerns were disclosed.” 
These quotations illustrate a broad change in terms of the personal factors for the Governor 
organisations. Participants perceived that people across these organisations spoke and felt 
more positively towards safeguarding and that colleagues now had the knowledge to fulfil the 
safeguarding elements of their role. Some aspects of the profile were reactive in that people 
would engage with safeguarding when it was associated with a key motivating factor (e.g., 
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reputation, linked to funding). It can thus, be concluded that the data suggest that a change in 
the Activation States within the Governor organisations had also been observed. 
Cooper (2000) highlights personal factors as key dimensions of the model of safety culture 
and these have been shown to play a key role in influencing safety performance (Christian, 
Bradley, Wallace, & Burke, 2009). The current research supports existing literature 
suggesting that the ways in which an organisation engages with people are important in terms 
of shaping how those people feel, think and talk about safety (Cox & Cheyne, 2000). As a 
result, it is important to engage with people’s voices through using discourses that are 
meaningful to them, engage with feelings through highlighting relevant motivating factors 
and to engage with people’s knowledge through being clear about exactly what they need to 
know to fulfil their role successfully. 
3.3 What was the perceived impact of the Safeguards on observable actions? (behavioural 
factors) 
The Activation States for the Deliverers with respect to the behavioural dimension changed 
from inactive to active during the project. This change is exemplified by the experience of 
one participant within a sport for development organisation for girls. At the start of the 
project this participant explained that: 
Children come from families where they don’t always have a voice. So to be able to 
voice your opinion at the age of 13 against someone who is older than you, that is not 
traditionally or culturally, that is not done. So encouraging those kids at 13, 14, 15 to 
go and speak to the social worker to report inappropriate behaviour by an adult, that 
has been quite tricky because the cultural practice is that this person is older than me, 
I have to respect them, I cannot disrespect them. To report against them would be 
seen as disrespecting an elder. 
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By the end of the project, the same participant reported that observable change had occurred. 
This was particularly in relation to the empowerment of the girls through the introduction of 
peer leaders. During training camps for peer educators, each class had an assigned Peer 
Welfare Lead. This person was responsible for helping to ensure that the girls’ rights were 
not violated during the camp. The Peer Welfare Lead was also a designated person to whom 
concerns could be reported should the girl not want to discuss the matter with a member of 
staff. This approach helped to safeguard the girls through engaging other girls within the 
safeguarding system. This Participant also highlighted the importance of having alternative 
avenues through which the girls can disclose concerns: 
You know, once the girl is not ready to share with the field leader she can share with 
the team captain who can sit with the committee and share the information…and this 
has led to a genuine change in behaviour. 
The Activation States for the Governors with respect to the behavioural dimension changed 
from inactive to reactive during the project. At the start of the project, one participant 
explained how a lack of incentives can contribute to inactivity: “If I am a national governing 
body, why would I want to operate with such standards? Why would I want to have a policy 
in place, especially if I am still getting funding without it?” 
By the end of the project, observable change was reported but this was often in response to 
another pressure and hence it was illustrative of a reactive approach. A participant said: 
In terms of child protection, I think that it is always a bit imposed from the top. Of 
course, we discussed our policy with the staff and the girls but if it had not been for 
our donors pushing for it then it probably would not have happened. 
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The Deliverers and Governors were therefore found to be inactive in relation to safeguarding 
at the start of the project. By the end of the project, changes had been observed suggesting 
that deliverers were now adopting an active approach whilst governors were found to be more 
reactive. Overall, working towards the International Safeguards was perceived to have 
impacted people’s behaviours such that they were more active with respect to safeguarding 
children. 
Behavioural factors are the third dimension in Cooper’s (2000) model of safety culture. This 
research highlights the importance of considering how people are encouraged and supported 
to enact safety-related behaviours. In line with Cooper’s (2000) model, people need to be 
incentivised to safeguard children in sport and this reflects the research findings from other 
domains like oil manufacturing (Filho, Andrede, & Marinho, 2010) and construction 
(Choudhury, Fang, & Mohamed, 2007a). Clearly, the safeguarding of children is 
fundamentally different from the safeguarding of property, products or employees. Sport 
often involves working with volunteers rather than paid employees. This ensures that the 
kinds of targets and financial incentives used in other industries are not appropriate when 
considering children in sport. There is thus a need to find alternative strategies to incentivise 
people to safeguard children in sport as well as to remove any barriers that may hinder the 
enactment of safety-related behaviours. 
3.4 Was there evidence of reciprocity between the organisational, personal and behavioural 
factors? 
The data regarding the organisational, personal and behavioural factors were presented 
separately in the above sections. However, in line with Cooper’s (2000) Safety Culture 
model, it is important to emphasise that these three dimensions interact to develop and 
maintain a culture of safeguarding within sport. Four examples are now outlined with respect 
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to the ways in which the organisations engaged with children, coaches and the broader 
community. An increase in the level of disclosures was also highlighted as an important 
outcome. Each of these themes are now discussed and illustrated with participant quotes to 
demonstrate how these were facilitated by a reciprocity between the organisational, personal 
and behavioural factors. 
3.4.1 Engaging with children 
 
A Head of Safeguarding outlined an example of how this project had impacted practice in 
terms of how the organisation interacted with children. This impacted at the organisational 
level because there is a key criterion across all Safeguards which relates to listening to 
children. This organisation embedded this requirement throughout their decision-making 
procedures. The Head of Safeguarding highlighted that this needed to be a genuine 
engagement: 
You see in a lot of organisations it’s a tokenistic declaration where children are 
engaged but they are not active in the decision-making process and they are not 
actually contributing to the change because they are not given that opportunity. So, 
for us, in any work we do, we want to ensure that if we are asking children something, 
then they know where the information is going and what we are doing with it and how 
they themselves are actively contributing to positive change and decision making. 
This participant went on to give the following example: 
 
…when we were writing our disciplinary framework, they (the children) were 
involved, and they now own it. They understand it and so when it comes to a time 
when they are involved in that process, if they have breached our code of conduct, 
then they understand what will happen to them. They actually have more ownership 
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of that because it is something that they have been involved in. So instead of the 
organisation forcing rules and activities on them, they are part of the process of 
development. It is really the Safeguards that have driven this because without this I 
would not have been able to demonstrate how we involve young people in decision 
making. 
This suggests that the procedural change had impacted the children’s knowledge regarding 
safeguarding (personal factor). This in turn was associated with a change in the children’s 
behaviour. For example, for one event, children were observed making several points about 
the safety implications of particular decisions. This included points on the potential 
physicality of some games, the potential time spent standing in the sun and the likelihood of 
disputes arising from competitiveness. These concerns led to changes in the plans and 
procedures associated with the event. This example illustrates how organisational, personal 
and behavioural factors can interact to influence the culture around how people are engaging 
with children. 
3.4.2 Engaging coaches 
 
One organisation made significant progress in terms of how they communicated with their 
coaches regarding safeguarding (Safeguard 6). This organisation engaged with voices, 
knowledge and feelings (personal factors) through participatory learning. 
Our learning model is not one of pouring information into people’s heads. We 
consciously seek to encourage participatory learning. That leads to value judgements 
about a safe learning environment…it’s not about coming in and saying well you 
must do this, instead we are working in partnership so we view and question their 
cultures and traditions. They have to buy in and say, yes this is important and is a 
good way to go forward, not just…well my dad hit me and I turned out fine. 
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Through the project, the participant from this organisation discussed how they had observed 
changes in the ways in which coaches interacted with children. A significant reduction in 
incidents of corporal punishment was observed. This was perceived to be associated with an 
increase in the use of questioning techniques during interactions with children: “…they have 
changed the way they respond to children. So for example if there’s a naughty child they are 
not so quick to punish, they try to understand their behaviour and cover all angles.” 
The training of coaches also impacted safeguarding behaviour outside of the organisation: 
 
One way in which our involvement with the Safeguards has impacted children is 
through our provision of first aid. As part of the self-audit, we reviewed our injury 
log. We identified that the kinds of injuries being suffered were not really being 
addressed by our training for coaches. We adapted the curriculum to include foot and 
spinal injuries, which are both prevalent in our society. The coaches really liked this 
as they could transfer these skills back into the community, such as dealing with road 
traffic accident injuries. This may appear tangential to the Safeguards but it came 
about as a result of our involvement in this project and has helped to better safeguard 
the children in our organisation. 
This example illustrates how organisational, personal and behavioural factors can shape the 
interactions between coaches and children. The key point was not merely the provision of 
training but rather the way in which the training engaged with the coaches and included 
discussion of topics which were meaningful to them. This combination of factors appeared to 
contribute to the observed changes in behaviour. 
3.4.3 Engaging the community 
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Another organisation made progress with respect to how they engaged with the broader 
community (Safeguard 7). Working towards the Safeguards helped to safeguard children 
through raising awareness amongst this community. This was particularly important in terms 
of engaging with parents: 
Since starting the project, we are now trying to create a more friendly atmosphere for 
the children. We are communicating with parents much better on what the children 
are going to be doing. Parents did not really have any concept of child protection 
before this project…parents now understand that participants engaged in our 
programs need consents signed for them to take part in our activities. 
This was then perceived to have a broader impact: “The more they get into the culture that, 
you know, my child is receiving this level of protection, the more it begins to leak into their 
personal lives”. This in turn was perceived to impact parental behaviour: “It has actually 
proved a good marketing tool. Parents now look to see if the safeguards are in place before 
letting their children join”. 
This illustrates the argument that effective safeguarding is not just about preventing negative 
outcomes, but it also has potentially significant positive outcomes for an organisation, such as 
in relation to increased participation rates. The impact also extended to key figures within the 
community. For instance, one participant described the following case: 
We had an issue in one community where a young girl had been sexually abused by 
her brother. Usually in those situations, if you have engaged sexually with someone, 
you have to marry them, otherwise it angers the gods. The elder in the community had 
been involved in the safeguarding work for some time and he decided that they would 
do something different, sacrifice something else to the rain god and they would get 
the girl some support. So she wasn’t forced to marry her brother. She was provided 
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support, she was given counselling and connected with other people and she kept 
being involved in the programme for social support. 
Clearly, conclusions cannot be drawn in terms of any causal relationships based on these 
data. However, the example illustrates how the organisational, personal and behavioural 
factors may work together to create a safeguarding culture through engaging with the wider 
community. 
3.4.4 Increased disclosures 
 
Participants unanimously reported an associated increase in the number of disclosures of 
safeguarding concerns in their organisation. This may be as a result of the implementation of 
relevant policy and procedures to manage cases, increased awareness and confidence in the 
system as well as an increase in the knowledge and skills of the people to whom disclosures 
were being made. One participant shared a similar experience to that described by many other 
participants. At the start of the project, the participant explained: “Within our organisation, in 
terms of formal protocols there are very few.” As such, Safeguard (2 (Procedures) had been 
rated as having nothing in place. This change to being fully in place by the end of the project, 
which represented a change in the organisational factors. Working towards the Safeguards 
had also changed the personal factors in terms of people’s knowledge and feelings towards 
safeguarding, as explained by the same participant: 
Now I can say that everyone knows that they need to adhere to the safeguards that are 
in place and sign the code of conducts for safeguarding children. People now know 
that there are procedures to be followed regarding safeguarding concerns. 
This was viewed as a key contributor to the subsequent increase in disclosures: 
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We have certainly seen behaviour change in terms of disclosures. This has been in 
two ways. Firstly, this has been through survivors coming forward. Before they did 
not have the language or confidence to speak. The Safeguards empower them and 
give them a voice. Secondly, other people are reporting concerns much earlier in the 
process. Before people may have thought, well, no one else is saying anything so I 
won’t but now they have been validated. 
Encouraging these disclosures and critically ensuring that appropriate support is in place for 
everyone involved should lead to the safeguarding of more children. This can be facilitated 
by the reciprocal relationships between the organisational factors (e.g., ensuring that clear 
and effective procedures are in place), personal factors (e.g., ensuring that people are aware 
of the procedures) and behavioural factors (e.g., ensuring that people are supported when 
concerns are disclosed). These mutually reinforcing relationships can thus help to build and 
maintain a safety culture. 
Overall, this discussion has demonstrated how organisational, personal and behavioural 
factors can interact to influence the development and maintenance of a safety culture. 
Drawing on the work of Cooper (2000), it highlights the need to consider both the systemic 
and social factors (Parker, Lawrie, & Hudson, 2006). It also highlights the fact that 
developing a safety culture is a dynamic and on-going process (Rhind et al., 2017). This is 
the first global project to apply the concept of safety culture to safeguarding in sport. This 
paper therefore makes a significant contribution through applying an innovative theoretical 
approach and a systematic research design that benefits from a comprehensive integration of 
mixed methods. 
This research is particularly important due to the fact that the culture of sporting 
organisations is often discussed as a fundamental consideration when safeguarding children 
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(Brackenridge et al., 2012). Rhind, Cook and Dorsch (2013) highlighted that the culture of an 
organisation plays a key role in preventing, mitigating or facilitating abuse. Furthermore, 
Mountjoy et al. (2016) discussed the potential for ‘unhealthy’ cultures to create inherent 
underlying threats to children. Tibbert, Anderson and Morris (2015) found that organisational 
cultures can be so influential that victims of maltreatment may become enculturated, 
rationalising and normalising maltreatment that they previously condemned. 
If abuse in sport has a cultural basis, then so too should any safeguarding measures. Often 
efforts to safeguard children in sport have used approaches which either target the individual 
(e.g., educational workshops), interaction (e.g., codes of conduct) or the system (e.g., 
implementing policies and procedures). As abuse in sport is likely to take place due to the 
interaction between individual, interpersonal and systemic elements, the solution needs to be 
equally multi-facetted. Previous research suggests that a failure to do this has led to an over 
emphasis on human resource solutions (e.g., criminal background checks), which potentially 
undermines both the adult-child relationship in sport, and the positive aspects of children’s 
participation (Piper, Garratt, & Taylor, 2013). 
The present research demonstrates that culture can be addressed through considering the 
organisational, personal and behavioural elements. It is only through targeting this range of 
factors that a comprehensive approach will be adopted, which can influence the fundamental 
values, assumptions and behaviours related to safeguarding in an organisation. This approach 
adopts a learning perspective to the study of culture and is fundamentally grounded in 
Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory. As such, behavioural change can occur through 
the reciprocal interactions between the person, the behaviour and the environment (discussed 
as the organisation in this paper). This raises important questions for managers in sport. In 
relation to the people within an organisation, do they know what they need to do in relation to 
safeguarding? In terms of the behaviour, what response do they experience when performing 
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safe or unsafe behaviours? Are unsafe behaviours consciously or unconsciously promoted, 
such as concerns not being acted upon when disclosures are made? Are there opportunities 
for successful learning and are safe behaviours reinforced? In relation to the environment, 
does the organisation create conditions in which safe behaviours are conducive? Are policies, 
procedures and guidance readily available? Through addressing such questions, an 




This research represents the first evaluation of a global strategy to safeguard children against 
abuse in sport. Overall, progress was identified at the organisational, personal and 
behavioural levels. The reciprocity between these factors was also perceived to facilitate the 
development and maintenance of a safety culture. This evidence suggests that the 
International Safeguards for Children in Sport represent an important resource for managing 
abuse in sport. The significant contribution of the present research is the shift in focus from 
understanding abuse in sport to understanding safeguarding in sport. This moves the field 
from a problem-focused approach to a solution-focused approach. 
The relationships developed with the participants represented a strength of this research. It is 
likely that these relationships were an important vehicle through which the identified impact 
was achieved. The research was built on fundamental principles, which have subsequently 
been identified as best practice in facilitating impact. For example, Hanney, Greenhaldh, 
Blatch-Jones, Glover, & Raftery (2017) identify three key strategies that are associated with 
achieving research impact on policy and practice. Firstly, there is collaboration with the end 
user to inform the planning of the study. This was certainly embedded in this project during 
the initial group meetings and online discussions through a philosophy of it being a co- 
produced project. Secondly, the project should be needs-led. The Safeguards project came out 
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of a consensus of key organisations that there was a clear need for safeguarding in sport. 
Finally, there should be mechanisms in place for people to use the findings. This has been 
achieved through the International Safeguards being published along with the Implementation 
Guides. These strategies came about in a natural and organic way as opposed to being 
strategically planned. However, these characteristics do help to perhaps explain how this 
research has been able to achieve significant impact and the methods used can inform other 
researchers and end users as future projects are planned and conducted (Hanney et al., 2017). 
It is important to acknowledge that there are limitations associated with the approach adopted 
in this research. It is generally held that a level of engagement within the contexts that one 
wishes to study is useful in enhancing the researchers understanding. The authors made 
conscious efforts to build rapport with the participants. However, the relationships with these 
participants may have introduced bias into the data. For instance, at the start of the process, 
participants may have had concerns regarding the intentions of the research. Participants may 
have been apprehensive in terms of whether any information would be shared with funding 
agencies or the media. Efforts were made to allay these fears through written and verbal 
agreements, but these concerns still had the potential to impact the data. Later on in the 
project, rapport had been developed with the participants which may also have biased the 
data. The researchers were cognisant of these risks and emphasised throughout the need for 
honesty. As explained in the methods section, the authors took steps to maintain 
trustworthiness throughout the project. However, such limitations need to be acknowledged. 
Future research is now merited with respect to the antecedents, further development and 
consequences of the Safeguards. In terms of antecedents, research is required into how key 
stakeholders in sport can be encouraged to adopt the Safeguards (e.g., Governing Bodies, 
Major Sports Events). Research can also explore the factors which influence the effective 
adaptation of the Safeguards to a given context (e.g., the size, purpose and location of an 
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organisation). Whilst the present study involved 32 organisations from around the world, 
their remains great scope for the experiences of people working towards the Safeguards in 
diverse settings to be investigated. Finally, it is important to investigate the consequences of 
the Safeguards at various levels. This concerns children (e.g., well-being, participation and 
performance), the experiences of those around the children (e.g., parents and coaches) as well 
as the club/sport as a whole (e.g., organisational reputation and performance). The findings of 
this research should help to strengthen the rationale for safeguarding and ultimately promote 
the adoption and effective implementation of the Safeguards across global sport. This in turn 
should contribute to realising the principal behind the Safeguards; that any child should be 
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Table 1: A comparison of the self-audit data from the start and end of the project (Deliverers) 
 
 
























































































Table 2: A comparison of the self-audit data from the start and end of the project (Governors) 
 
 




















































































Overall 42-14% 33-33% 25-53% 
 
